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‘Unprecedented collapse’ for eurozone businesses
AFP, Brussels
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Businesses in the eurozone suffered “an 
unprecedented collapse” in March because of 
the novel coronavirus pandemic, according to 
a closely watched indicator released Tuesday by 
IHS Markit.

Provisional data showed the slump in activity 
in the 19-nation zone in March “far exceeding 
that seen even at the height of the global 
financial crisis,” with the company’s PMI survey 
diving to 31.4.

A reading below 50 points indicates a 
contraction. In February, the index had stood 
at 51.6. The latest reading for March is the 
lowest since IHS Markit started its PMI survey 
in 1998.

The indicator reflected a near-shutdown 

of eurozone economies as COVID-19 sweeps 
across Europe.

Major economies Italy, France, Germany 
and Spain are all deeply affected and have 
implemented severe social and business 
restrictions to try to slow the virus’s spread, by 
keeping potential carriers at home.

The eurozone’s economic struggle was 
worsened by some EU member states closing 
off their borders to neighbours, limiting the 
flow of goods and people within the single 
market.

EU countries are starting to deploy massive 
state spending and loan guarantees to prop 
up businesses and employment, with the EU 
dropping its strict rules on budget deficits.

The IHS Markit survey showed the services 
sector was pummelled the worst, sliding to well 

below where it was at during the 2009 global 
financial crisis.

Manufacturing was also hit, supply chains 
were being badly degraded, and there was “a 
record fall in export business as cross-border 
trade flows seized up”.

Employees are being let go at the fastest rate 
since June 2009.

“Expectations of future output also 
deteriorated markedly to reach an all-time low, 
with record degrees of pessimism about the year 
ahead seen in both manufacturing and services,” 
IHS Markit said.

“Clearly there’s scope for the downturn 
to intensify further as even more draconian 
policies to deal with the virus are potentially 
implemented in coming months,” chief 
economist Chris Williamson said.

Big Oil may have 
to break dividend 
taboo as debt 
spirals: investors
REUTERS, London
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The world’s biggest oil and 
gas firms should break 
an industry taboo and 
consider cutting dividends, 
rather than taking on any 
more debt to maintain 
payouts as they weather 
the fallout from the 
coronavirus pandemic, 
investors say.The top 
five so-called oil majors 
have avoided reducing 
dividends for years to keep 
investors sweet and added 
a combined $25 billion 
to debt levels in 2019 to 
maintain capital spending, 
while giving back billions 
to shareholders.

The strategy was 
designed to maintain the 
appeal of oil company 
stocks as investors came 
under increased pressure 
from climate activists to 
ditch the shares and help 
the world move faster 
toward meeting carbon 
emissions targets.

Now this strategy is 
at risk. Oil prices have 
slumped 60 per cent 
since January to below 
$30 a barrel as demand 
collapsed because of the 
pandemic and as a battle 
for customers between 
Saudi Arabia and Russia 
threatened to flood the 
market with crude.

“Long term, it is 
appropriate to cut the 
dividend. We are not in 
favor of raising debt to 
support the dividend,” said 
Jeffrey Germain, a director 
at Brandes Investment 
Partners, whose portfolio 
includes several European 
oil firms.

The combined debt 
of Chevron, Total, BP, 
Exxon Mobile and Royal 
Dutch Shell stood at $231 
billion in 2019, just shy 
of the $235 billion hit 
in 2016 when oil prices 
also tumbled below $30 
a barrel. Chevron was the 
only one to reduce its debt 
last year.

India’s huge outsourcing industry struggles 
with work-from-home scenario

REUTERS, New Delhi/Bengaluru
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As the coronavirus pandemic pushes India 
into a lockdown, the call centers and IT 
services firms that function as the world’s 
back office are struggling to piece together 
work-from-home solutions and other 
business-continuity plans.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi on 
Tuesday ordered 1.3 billion Indians to stay 
at home for 21 days to stem the spread of 
SARS-CoV-2, following earlier lock-down 
orders in many Indian cities and states. As of 
Tuesday, India had reported over 500 cases 
of the virus and nine deaths.

Many of the companies that provide 
business services such as call centers, 
information technology services and 
business process automation were not 
prepared for work-for-home arrangements, 
according to interviews with more than a 
dozen employees of several companies.

That raises questions about whether one 
of India’s showpiece industries can function 
smoothly amid the coronavirus crisis.

“The industry has been scrambling to 
set up its own business continuity plan,” 
said R. Chandrashekhar, a retired federal 
government official and a former president of 
India’s IT services lobby group, NASSCOM.

In the southern tech hub of Bengaluru, an 
employee working at a JPMorgan call center 
said that until last Friday, her managers had 
repeatedly declined staffers’ pleas to work 
from home.

“Even if I am infected with the virus, 
I know the death rate for young people 
isn’t very high, but I am very very scared 

that I might transfer it to family,” she said 
on condition of anonymity, as she is not 
authorized to speak to the media.

After a state government order, JPMorgan 
on Sunday asked its Bengaluru staff to “stay 
at home until further notice,” according to a 
message to employees, reviewed by Reuters.

In some cases, companies must seek client 
permission before allowing employees to 
work on sensitive projects outside the office, 
a senior human resources executive at a top 
Indian IT firm said of working remotely.

“These days the challenge is not really the 

technology, the challenge is the regulations, 
and, in case something goes wrong, who’s 
going to take the responsibility,” the person 
said on condition of anonymity.

Indian software services firms, led by Tata 
Consultancy Services and Infosys gained 
prominence by giving Western clients 
low-cost solutions to routine computer 
problems. Over time, they assumed a major 
role at many global companies.

Three employees of mid-sized IT services 
firm Mphasis, in the western Indian city of 
Pune, said they were all being asked to come 

to the office until last Friday, even as some 
expressed concerns about working in close 
proximity with roughly 90 other people.

Maharashtra state, where Pune is 
located, had imposed restrictions on private 
company employees going to offices in an 
effort to curb the spread of the virus. But 
it made exemptions for essential services 
including some IT companies.

During the past week, security guards 
barred employees from venturing outside 
one of the Mphasis offices in Pune to 
avoid attracting the police, fearing a forced 
shutdown, two employees said, declining 
to be named as they are not authorized to 
speak to the media.

One said a human resources executive 
told him not to wear a mask as it would 
“panic people who come to work”.

As Maharashtra enforced a curfew 
starting Monday, some Mphasis employees 
were being asked to remain home this week, 
even though they lacked equipment such as 
laptops, the employees said.

Mphasis said in a statement that not all 
of its staff were working remotely. But the 
company said it was speaking with clients 
and trying to enable as many people as 
possible to work from home while ensuring 
employee safety.

An employee of French tele-services 
provider Teleperformance on the outskirts 
of Delhi said his company had been 
reluctant to let staff work from home. But he 
said employees were finally told on Sunday 
that the company would begin installing 
corporate desktop computers at their homes 
after a wider lockdown in several cities.

REUTERS

Police officers stop vehicles and check their papers on a highway during 21-day nationwide 

lockdown to limit the spreading of coronavirus disease, in Kochi, India yesterday.
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Samsung Bangladesh has offered Tk 40,000 in cashback 
on pre-orders of its folding smartphone Galaxy Z Flip.

Customers placing pre-orders can buy the phone 
at Tk 149,999 while the regular price of the phone 
is Tk 189,999. Pre-orders can be placed at www.
preorderzflip.com.

“Upon purchasing, customers can also pay Tk 
10,500 for a one-time screen replacement. The regular 
price of screen replacement is Tk 80,500,” the company 
said in a statement yesterday.

“The Galaxy Z Flip has been engineered with a 
first-of-its-kind foldable glass that features a 6.7-inch 
display that folds into a stylish and compact form 
factor that will fit in the palm of anyone’s hand,” it 
added.

The device has dual rear cameras—a 12MP ultrawide 
one and 12MP wide-angle one—which are paired with 
an LED flash. It also comes with a 10MP selfie camera.

Users can enjoy a versatile camera experience 
with 4K video capture, Live Focus, and Super Steady 
recording.

Galaxy Z Flip also features an optimised dual battery 
of 3,300mAh.

Customers can purchase the phone availing zero 
equal monthly instalment for up to 24 months through 
Standard Chartered Bank and Eastern Bank.

“Galaxy Z Flip is an important next step as we look 
the foldable category by bringing to consumers a new 
form factor, new display, and most importantly, a 
new kind of mobile experience,” said Md Muyeedur 
Rahman, head of mobile, Samsung Bangladesh.

“With Galaxy Z Flip’s unique foldable design and 
user experience, we are redefining what a mobile device 
can be, and what it enables the consumer to do.”
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